The suspected scaphoid fracture. How useful is a unit policy?
The records of 196 patients presenting with a clinical suspicion of scaphoid injury were reviewed to evaluate how junior accident and emergency doctors in a teaching hospital managed these patients. The management that was provided was assessed, and it was ascertained whether the presence of a unit policy meant that accident and emergency junior trainees managed patients accordingly. We found that 82% of patients were immobilized for 2 to 13 weeks, with 60 patients (37%) being immobilized for 6 weeks or more. Of the 196 patients presenting with clinical suspicion of scaphoid fracture, a definite scaphoid fracture was found in only 12%. Less than half of the patients (46%) were reviewed by senior accident and emergency doctors or by senior orthopaedic surgeons. Despite the presence of a unit policy, patients were being immobilized for prolonged periods in the absence of a radiographically evident scaphoid fracture. Advice from more experienced members of the staff was not being sought in dubious cases.